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Abstract 
Much research has been conducted on artisans around the world who pursue crafting 
careers as a means to finance themselves and their families. Global artisan research tends to 
focus on community, innovation, and marketability. Western artisan research tends to focus on 
sustainability and fair-trade. However, there is a lack of research on craft that is pursued for 
pleasure and as an escape from the work world. These hobbyist artisans are usually overlooked 
because there seemed to be no key themes to be drawn out of crafts that do not involve 
economics. However, an ethnography on the Chapel Hill Woodturners' Club, a community of 
mostly retired hobbyist woodturners, gave evidence that there is much to be drawn out by 
studying them. This includes transfer of knowledge from instructors to newcomers, innovation to 
create new and unique products, and a hidden economy that becomes apparent in a hobbyist craft 
community. From this research, questions regarding both artisans and the term "hobby" are 
raised. Are there communities that contain both hobbyist artisans and financially driven artisans 
and, if so, how do the social dynamics change? Since hobbies are usually looked down upon as 
less important as work, should there be a shift in the meaning of the word itself? This thesis also 
serves as a call-to-action for more research on similar hobbyist artisanal communities in a 
possibly new branch of cultural anthropology.   
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Thesis 
I met Mary, a neighbor and friend of a member of the Chapel Hill Woodturners’ club, on 
one of the first days that I was doing my fieldwork. She was a very energetic woman who was 
excited to learn how to make something with her hands. That day, Penny, the lead instructor in 
the club, took us on a tour of the club’s workshop and taught us the basics of woodturning. My 
first impression of this club was based on how they interacted with me and Mary, both strangers 
to woodturning. They were so friendly and inviting and they really wanted us to jump on a lathe 
and start turning. I did not know it then but, that day, I realized and experienced, first-hand, the 
core themes of what my thesis will be. These include the transfer of knowledge, innovation, and 
economic capital that resulted from the creation of the club.  
Over the months, I saw Mary grow in both woodturning skill and relationships with the 
members there. She quickly advanced to new techniques and methods and became well-known 
by the members as an individual who was always eager to learn. Mary’s journey to becoming a 
woodturner became a sort of metaphor for my ethnography. As I watched her skills develop, I 
began seeing my own picture of the club developing more clearly. Just as I watched her become 
a part of community there, I could also see myself getting more immersed into the stories and 
lives of the people I was meeting.  
 The literature regarding global artisans is plentiful. There are ethnographies on Mexican 
woodcarvers, Djenné masons, and Brazilian ceramicists. Likewise, the literature on U.S. artisans 
has also been growing. New studies on cheese makers, distillers, and butchers have been 
conducted and more are on the rise. There is one aspect that is similar in these artisanal crafts. 
All of these studies were conducted on artisanal societies that monetized their craft and 
employed strategies that are financially-driven. The subset of artisans that these studies omit are 
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those who pursue it as a hobby. In this thesis, I focus on the Chapel Hill Woodturners’ club, a 
group of hobbyist woodturners.   
When more individuals have free-time, many turn to crafts for varied reasons. Some just 
want something to do with their hands. Some want the sense of community or accomplishment 
and others want a relief from their work world. Because these artisans are not outwardly 
financially-driven, the C.H. woodturners may not share many characteristics with these global 
communities. However, I argue that this is misguided and is not the case. Woodturning has far 
greater importance for its practitioners than the word “hobby” suggests. My thesis argues that 
these hobbyist artisanal communities have important practical, creative, and social elements. 
Among these are their commitment to learning and apprenticeship, membership in a community, 
and even a hidden economy.  
 
Methods 
 To supplement my thesis with evidence, I present the results of my ethnography on the 
Chapel Hill Woodturners’ Club. This included participant observation during open woodturning 
sessions, outreach events (such as “LocalFest”), workshops, and private settings. I took field 
notes, attempting to limit my interaction with them as they were turning and, instead, talked to 
them during breaks where I got to know them and asked questions. I also learned woodturning to 
obtain greater context on the craft I am researching.  
 In addition to participant observation, I conducted ten semi-structured interviews with 
members of the club. Because they differed in profession and skill, I obtained diverse responses. 
Some interviews were done at the club itself and others were at the members’ homes. These 
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interviews allowed me to see how their community operates outside of the field site and revealed 
to me insights about the woodturners who experience this hobby first-hand.  
This research was structured by two previous classes I took: ANTH 356: Artisans and 
Global Culture, which introduced me to fieldwork on artisans and ANTH 490: Ethnographic 
Research Methods which introduced me to the technical components of ethnography. Many 
ideas were drawn from these classes. I was introduced to this club in my ANTH 356 class, but 
only started conducting the ethnography in September of 2018. I finished my participant 
observation and interviews during the month of January 2019, but continued to draw ideas from 
members of the club interested in my thesis.  
In the following sections, I will present a literature review on some key global artisanal 
case studies. Then, I will supplement the literature review with key western artisanal case 
studies. Afterwards, I will introduce my ethnography on the Chapel Hill Woodturners’ Club and 
present my findings. Finally, I will draw some conclusions from my findings and relate them to 
the case studies I presented in my literature review while proposing new ideas and implications 
of this type of research. 
 
Global Artisanal Case Studies  
What is an artisan? There are many examples of ethnographies on global artisanal 
communities. One of the core themes that is prevalent among these cases is community, with 
many studies focusing on a society of artisans and their interactions with each other. Another 
core theme is the necessity of innovation, which results from these crafts being created for 
financial reasons. To increase their marketability, crafts should evolve under the hands of the 
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artisans. However, these innovations can come into conflict with the tradition of specific crafts. I 
describe some of these ethnographic cases below. 
Trevor Marchand’s Masons of Djenné is an ethnography that delves into aspects of 
apprenticeship, social capital, and cultural traditions among Djenné masons (Marchand 2009). 
As a UNESCO world heritage site, the mud brick buildings that these masons build in Mali have 
very specific requirements and are legally protected for their conservation, meaning that they are 
safe from replacement using other materials or drastic renovations. Because of its rich history 
and unique hierarchal structure, the masons’ social capital and culture are heavily explored by 
Marchand, who focused on apprenticeship, religion, customs, and traditions. Commenting on his 
prior research in Yemen, Marchand says that: 
 
…formal craft apprenticeship involves a great deal more than the transmission of trade 
skills and the conditioning of bodies. Central to the Yemeni mason’s development was a 
formation of person firmly grounded in proper Islamic comportment, professional 
demeanor, and social responsibilities… and the competent craftsperson was conceived 
within the trade and by their public as an embodiment of all three. (Marchand 2009:6) 
 
To these masons, mud brick building is obviously much more than what is defined as a 
hobby, because this is clearly not done for recreational pleasure and has crucial social and 
economic significance within their community structure.   
These masons have a particular hierarchy that influence how society views them and an 
interpersonal hierarchy that determines how masons should behave towards other masons, how 
masons should behave towards their apprentices, and vice versa. Along with that, the historical 
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tension between the Dogon and Bozo people, two of the ethnic groups of Mali, creates an even 
more intricate network. For example, the Bozos are historically the head masons, while the 
Dogon are the laborers. Marchand studied the bantering that results from this relationship. 
Because of this historical and architectural significance, UNESCO established and declared 
Djenné as a world heritage site. From Marchand’s ethnography on Mali masons, it is clear that 
community and social ties are integral components of being an artisan.  
 Another example of a rich ethnography on artisans comes from an anthropologist who 
went to Oaxaca, Mexico, to study the economic structure of the woodcarvers, which inevitably 
led to him also learning the history and culture behind this whimsical craft (Chibnik 2003). 
Michael Chibnik researches commodity chains and how carvings were affected by globalization 
and the domination of capitalism in the modern society. Without the ease of access between 
different countries, these tourist arts and the artisans who create them would not have ever 
existed because there would have been no connection between the westernized buyers who 
consume these creations and the natives who create them.  
 This book was also a call for craft anthropologists to study concepts that have not been 
extensively researched or seen in this literature. According to Chibnik, “despite the economic 
importance of the souvenir trade, anthropologists paid little attention to ethnic and tourist art… 
they focused instead on ways in which traditional arts were symbolically embedded in local 
ritual and politics” (Chibnik 2003:3). In other words, because anthropologists kept looking at 
how past tradition affected and was affected by society, they failed to observe how tradition was 
also being created. He borrowed the term “invented tradition” and termed those who created 
these high-end pieces for dealers and collectors, “artesanos.” These citizens needed to make 
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extra money along with their agrarian practices, so they started creating a process of making 
these colorful and playful carvings for tourists who came in search of souvenirs.  
From this invented tradition came a new economic structure with people who dominate 
the market and made these carvings marketable. Competition challenged these artisans to 
innovate and create new economic strategies to maximize their profits. For example, some 
families chose to place their shops in the city center where many tourists pass, while others chose 
to have a home workshop. Some made crafts to supplement the income made during farming or 
construction while others pursued carving as a full-time job. To differentiate themselves even 
further, some used different painting techniques and materials and create smaller or larger 
carvings. Globalization has caused a whole new craft production system to emerge and Chibnik 
argues that a cultural approach towards ethnography is not enough to tell their entire story. From 
this ethnography, we know that economic pressures influence what it means to be an artisan for 
these woodcarvers.  
Giselle Vargas’s ethnography on the Costa Rican woodcarvers discussed the burden that 
artisans have in order to maintain a balance between tradition and innovation to keep their 
culture but make sufficient profit (Vargas 2007). Costa Rica, historically, had wood as one of the 
most common materials in domestic life. Wood was a fundamental material for making items for 
function (such as oxcarts), ritual (such as drums), and, later, souvenirs for tourists. Unlike the 
Oaxacan woodcarvers who basically invented their craft and marketed them as traditional 
artifacts, the Costa Rican woodcarvers sought to transform their traditional/ritualistic craft into 
something more marketable and eye-catching while balancing their forms to avoid losing some 
of their original meanings.  
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They regain relevance as “neo-artisan goods,” i.e., objects recreated for 
commercial purposes in an external market. They serve as decorations for purchasers 
unaware of their traditional cultural matrix and ignorant of their symbolic significance for 
past generations… whether in wood or other media, Costa Rican artisans… are 
experimenting with ways to develop this kind of work as a propitious element in the 
incipient development of cultural tourism. (Vargas 2007:16)  
 
While this sounds similar to the woodcarvers in Mexico, I believe that these Costa Rican 
woodcarvers had a bigger struggle, since this was an integral part of their culture. Creating these 
crafts to be profitable by being innovative and sticking with the core elements of their wood 
traditions and culture is something they have to constantly balance.  
 Ronaldo de Oliveira Corrêa’s ethnography on the social unity of artisanal populations in 
Brazilian ceramics workshops further demonstrates how tradition influences the social unity of 
their community, similar to many of the other global ethnographies. These craftsmen create 
various clay objects at their home workshops and sell them to tourists.  Corrêa conducted an 
ethnography that focuses on this work-at-home environment and how that affects the social 
cohesion of the community as a whole. He describes how they employ their production in a 
“circuit of political, economic and symbolic circulation in the space and time of urban consumer 
societies” (Corrêa, Rial, and Queluz 2012:48), where the craftsmen found the intricacies between 
work and intimacy that affects the social interactions in the home-workshop. Since these 
workshops were very close to or even part of their houses, the house is not only an intimate place 
for primary sociability but is re-functionalized to “embrace the ambiguous meaning of workshop 
and showcase in the form of a domestic/commercial scenography” (Corrêa, Rial, and Queluz 
  
Lin 11 
2012:52-53). Both the economic/commercial scene that selling these ceramics entails and the 
sociocultural aspect of an intimate place such as home interact in such an intriguing way that, 
when the artisan brings the consumer to the workshop, the intimate setting creates a personal 
relationship between them but there is still the sense of business.  
Other global case studies include Geoffrey Gowlland’s analysis of Chinese ceramicists 
on modernization and the turn to capitalism that “had a number of consequences for the 
distribution of work and knowledge and the creation of social groups [among artisans who work 
with ceramics] in Dingshu” (Gowlland 2012:368). They also include Gabriel Solis’s study on 
indigenous modernity of vessel flutes in Papua New Guinea (Solis 2012) and Karen Yair’s 
ethnography on England crafters in which they found that many artisans are very connected to 
economics and social roles in their craft sector (Yair and Schwarz 2011).  
 The key characteristics present in some of these ethnographies include the following: 
artisanal work is an important economic activity to all of these artisans; the artisans’ need to be 
innovative, which results from the need to be different and economically successful; and the 
conflicting concern for both tradition and authenticity. While there are many other themes 
present in the majority of global artisan communities, the characteristics listed are the most 
relevant to my ethnography.  
 
Western Artisanal Case Studies 
 The literature on artisanship conducted in the U.S. mainly deals with craft products made 
with a sustainable and fair-trade mission in mind. Currently, the majority of ethnographies have 
been done on craft food and beverages, which are increasingly popular. This, combined with the 
surge of interest and advancements in greener techniques, motivates anthropologists’ research. 
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Crafts that I did not consider as traditionally artisanal are also beginning to label themselves as 
such. This includes the work of electricians, exterminators, and dry cleaners. However, similar to 
the global artisans, the U.S. artisans that have been studied are mostly financially driven. 
Therefore, crafts are only important in the U.S. when done for a profit.  
A craft food or beverage can be defined as “a producer who uses traditional methods and 
ingredients to create a handcrafted product and has a connection [to] and understanding of the 
end consumer” (FONA International). In the U.S., most of these artisans are found in urban 
settings and cater to the high-end of the socioeconomic spectrum because they are considered as 
more than solely sustenance but an enjoyable experience of culture. With the rise of interest in 
craft food and drink in the United States, especially within the young adult population, 
ethnographers are beginning to conduct more research on this new generation of artisans. Weiss 
understands the power and significance that food has on culture and society. He argues that 
“each expression of human restrictions on the category of ‘the edible’ are seen as foundational 
features of social and cultural activity… The sociological capacity of food as a substance with 
manifold material dimensions allows its production and consumption to characterize, represent, 
and shape the relationships by means of which it is eaten” (Weiss 2016). The entire life of food 
seems to influence so much of one’s culture and can be dictated by those preparing it. Rather 
than review the anthropology of food in general, I will concentrate on artisanal food since it is a 
huge part of today’s culture and the bulk of recent artisanal literature in the U.S. seems to focus 
on that.  
Paxson studied artisanal cheesemaking in The Life of Cheese: Crafting Food and Value 
in America. She echoes Weiss by suggesting that “the value of food to humans endlessly 
transcends quantitative measures… beyond providing a source of nutrition and an economic 
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livelihood, food is everywhere a medium of cultural and social exchange… food does not merely 
symbolize status and prestige; it is a transformative substance through which social relations are 
manipulated and power is enacted” (Paxson 2012:4). Anthropologist Judith Farquhar also 
suggested that “’agency in everyday life is a form of craftwork involving intimate collaborations 
among embodied humans and material objects like food’” (Paxson 2012:5). Artisanal food-
making can reveal important implications about culture and social capital because it is highly 
influential, not just as a sustainable action for the body, but also as a material object that humans 
can share relationships and create networks over. This is also the case for Slocum’s research on 
craft beverages tourism. She argues that “… drink tourism literature highlights the need to 
develop social capital through collaboration as a means to improve the dissemination of best 
practice with knowledge exchange being an important component” (Slocum 2017:83).  
Paxson also contributes to general artisanal anthropology. She suggests that “the figure of 
the artisan within an industrial society is an uneasy one, embodying cultural anxieties about 
middle-class status and security… in the United States, artisan cheesemakers may also represent 
what many Americans like to tell themselves about their own work ethic, family values, and 
community cohesion” (Paxson 7). These cheesemakers reveal the values of being an American 
artisan just as much as the Oaxacan woodcarvers that Chibnik studied reveal the values of being 
an artisan in Mexico. For these American food artisans, a central commitment is making their 
products as emotionally appealing as possible, emphasizing the fact that the craft they make and 
sell are produced in small-scale, sustainable methods as opposed to being mass-produced in large 
corporations.  
Ocejo’s Masters of Craft suggests that people are starting to become cultural omnivores 
because of the advancements in globalization and the influx of immigrants, creating new 
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businesses to attract curious consumers. His research takes place in New York and focuses on 
cocktail bartenders using mixology, craft distillers using sustainable methods, and whole-animal 
butchers using meat philosophy. These cultural omnivores are unafraid to try new foods and 
other experiences and even scoff at those who are too “highbrow culture” because they consider 
other cultures as inferior as theirs. Ocejo saw that “these workers imbue their products and 
services with these meanings which inculcate these values of ‘good’ taste to consumers” (Ocejo 
2017:8). This can mean that the work of these artisans influences the values of the consumers 
who use their products (what is good versus what is subpar). This is exemplified when these 
cultural omnivores choose these artisanal crafts over cheaper and more accessible mass-produced 
goods. They would rather go to the bar or to their local butcher to purchase a mixed drink or a 
slab of meat than the grocery store. The quality and care that is associated with artisanal culture 
and the performances by these artisans make it a more wholesome and soul-enriching choice to 
these omnivores.  
One of the specific ethnographies that Ocejo conducted was on a barbershop known as 
Freemans Sporting Club. This example further demonstrates the intricate work-personal social 
interactions such as bantering among the barbers which puts on a display of masculinity for the 
customers that can influence what they view as good service. This group banter among the 
barbers is the most distinguishing feature of Freemans because this sense of hegemonic 
masculinity is manifested in words and laughter. It also shields the men from the emotional labor 
present in the intimate scene of cutting hair, thus protecting the masculinity residing in the shop.  
A key characteristic that was present in these U.S. ethnographies was that they focused 
on artisanal food and drink. This makes sense because handicraft artisanship is usually associated 
with the past and has been extensively studied, but craft food/drink is something new and 
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exciting that has a variety of implications for future consumers. Due to the declining state of the 
environment, artisanal food, which is also generally considered healthier than its machine-
processed counterparts, uses relatively more environmentally-friendly methods. The good that 
artisanal food provides both the body and the environment makes it an increasingly popular 
choice for consumers and, therefore, an important topic to research. Another characteristic is that 
many of the researchers talk about the social/cultural values associated with the craft 
(collaboration, social capital, social networks, and knowledge exchange). Other important 
themes include finding profitable niches in the already specific middle-class interest and using 
craft as a means of personal artistic expression. Finally, and most importantly, these research 
projects were all on monetized craft which probably stems from the values that Americans 
assume that money has. This gap in the literature will be further explored in the remainder of this 
thesis.  
 
Chapel Hill Woodturners’ Club 
After I contacted one of the lead instructors at the Chapel Hill Woodturners’ Club, I 
drove about twenty minutes from my apartment near Homestead Road to meet with him and see 
the club for the first time. The drive consisted of winding roads through miles of woods until I 
came upon a warehouse in the middle of a field. I parked outside the gates and walked closer to 
the warehouse, unsure if I was in the right place. As I got closer, I saw that there was a little sign 
above the door of the warehouse that said: “Chapel Hill Woodturners.” I heard some noise inside 
but, when I opened the door and entered, a barrage of machinery sounds and chatter enveloped 
me. It was definitely overwhelming at first as I tried absorb the entire environment and find the 
person I was supposed to meet. However, even in this busy and fast-paced setting, they instantly 
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welcomed me. People approached me and introduced themselves, asking if I was here to learn 
woodturning.  I also noticed that most, if not all, of the members there were at a later stage in 
life, usually retired or close to retiring. Through the next few months, I got to know many of 
them and realized that they are much more than what they originally seemed, which was just a 
group of retirees meeting together to practice and improve on their favorite hobby, something 
that is not usually seen in the global context.  
So, what is woodturning? I had never heard of this prior to coming to the club to conduct 
an ethnography but, after some research and spending time with the members of the club while 
they were working, I discovered that it is a rich, symmetrical, and beautiful crafting process. In 
general, woodturners make wooden objects that range from useful household objects, such as 
bowls and plates, to decorative ornaments and works of art. At the base of woodturning, there are 
technically only three components that one absolutely needs: a lathe (the machine that spins the 
wood), a set of gouges, and the wood itself. As opposed to woodcarving or woodworking, 
woodturning relies on the rotational movement of the wood. Therefore, many of the products 
created by woodturners, such as bowls, plates, spinning tops, rolling pins, and pens, have circular 
or cylindrical characteristics. While non-circular products can be made, this usually requires 
more experience and or training in using specific tools and techniques. Sometimes, they use 
materials and tools that are common to woodcarving, such as glue and knives, to make the more 
intricate designs and shapes that use straighter lines. Woodturning demands moving to a 
technique where one’s body, aside from the soles of the feet which are planted firmly on the 
ground, moves along with the tool that he/she is using. This creates a sort of hip swaying motion 
that travels throughout the body that allows the tool to cut through the wood much easier hence 
the name “woodturner’s dance.”  
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The club itself was founded about eight years ago when a group of woodturners met at 
Penny’s house to improve on their skills. However, because of a rapid growth in members and 
newcomers, they had to relocate to a larger workshop and begin paying a monthly rent. The 
facility itself includes eighteen lathes which are in groups of four (not including two bigger 
lathes in the front usually used for demonstrations), an attached room for storage, and another 
attached room for a workshop table where they can make finishing touches or start planning for 
another project. There is also a bookshelf full of exotic wood that one can purchase and use. The 
club is fully functional with electricity and a vacuum system that members of the club helped to 
set up together. This is the current status of the club, but they are constantly finding ways to 
improve their infrastructure and attract members. Currently, the club consists of approximately 
35 individuals whose “collective purpose is to promote the craft and art of creative 
woodturning.” Membership is by invitation only and the only observable qualification is the 
individual’s commitment to bettering the club and active participation in the outreach events.  
After becoming a member, one is expected to take on some sort of role for the benefit of 
the club’s overall mission. This includes sweeping up the floors after each session, providing 
food/water during the workshop sessions, maintaining the shop, and other tasks. In addition, 
members are expected to pay yearly dues and participate in outreach events such as community 
festivals and volunteering opportunities. Two examples are turning tops for kids at the UNC 
Children’s Hospital and LocalFest in Blackwood Farm Park. Sometimes, members create 
products that they will eventually sell to donate money for the club’s overhead expenses  (i.e. 
utilities and rent). For example, one member auctions off his creations and donates 100% of the 
income to the club annually.  
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Members have members-exclusive woodturning sessions on Thursdays from 9:00 am to 
4:00 pm. However, they can also turn (and are sometimes expected to teach as their role) during 
open woodturning days on Fridays and select Saturday afternoons. Other Saturdays are reserved 
for workshops (about once a month) where members and non-members can pay a fee to receive 
materials and demonstrations regarding a specific topic, technique, or product. However, 
members are allowed to come in to use the lathes in the club at any time as long as they have 
another member with them. They also have members’ dinners and meetings monthly along with 
regular outreach events.  
 The open woodturning meetings usually have this general schedule: the members that are 
required to teach for that day come in before 9 am on Fridays (1 pm on Saturdays). Those who 
are interested in learning start trickling in starting at 9:00. A teacher goes up to introduce 
themselves and then start them off with basic techniques and allows them to practice making a 
cylinder out of the wood. Depending on how quickly they pick it up, they may or may not 
transition to actually creating something, like a pen or a rolling pin, towards the end of the day. 
These teachers are usually paid $10-$15/session from the students which is then donated to the 
club. Along with participant observation, I also had the chance to participate in an open 
woodturning session. On a Friday, when some of the woodturning instructors were not busy with 
their own projects and had time to teach me, I got on a lathe and started learning how to turn. It 
was very intimidating at first. I would grip the gouge too hard and push it straight into the wood 
which would create surfaces that are too rough. However, once I got into the rhythm, it became a 
lot more natural and I began picking up techniques much more quickly. During the time that I 
spent with them, I slowly became one of their own. They began seeing me first as a woodturner 
and second as a researcher.  
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The process of creating some sort of product, using the woodturning dance, generally 
proceeds as follows. The artisan first thinks of a final product that he/she want to make 
(candlestick holders, pens, plates, and bowls are popular options). These are usually, but not 
limited to, cylindrical or circular objects. Then, he/she would pick out a piece of wood that they 
want to turn. The type of the wood depends on what the woodturner wants the product to 
aesthetically look like and the size depends on the desired size of the final product. Spalting, 
which is preliminary rotting of the wood that leaves complex designs, is sometimes desirable 
because of its visually appealing lines, but can make it harder to turn because the wood can be 
weaker in some areas. The same applies to holes in the wood. Next, they would attach the wood 
to the lathe and turn it on. The wood turns at an adjustable speed and the woodturner sets their 
feet down, take the gouge tool, and begin pushing it at an angle towards the wood. This causes 
strips of wood to be carved out and they would continue until it produces a smooth cylindrical 
shape. To effectively and uniformly do this, the woodturner must sway their body back and forth 
causing the tool to glide across the wood. Once the desired size of the wooden cylinder is created 
and there are no visible ridges, it is sanded down. The amount of wood and additional tools 
required depends on what the desired product is. For example, if it is a pen, two small cylinders 
are made and then a drill is used to place a hole in the middle of both so the metal portions of the 
pen can be added and glued together. I have described the very basics of woodturning but this 
can become more complicated and innovative as the artisan begins to create different products as 
he/she increases in experience.  
An example of a member who exemplifies innovation and authenticity is Carpi who has 
been turning for a few years now but also has been working with textiles and cake decorating. 
Because of her creative background, she quickly realized that she could introduce more 
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interesting designs using some different techniques. In textiles, there are cross-stitching patterns 
that look unsettling but are aesthetically pleasing. So, she worked with Penny to come up with a 
technique to create the cross-stitching wood patterns. It is a relatively complicated process that 
takes a lot of time, but it is obvious that it is a step above much of the work produced by 
amateurs. Similar to the innovative nature of the Oaxacan woodcarvers, these woodturners also 
use these creative methods to set them apart. The biggest difference is that the Mexican 
woodcarvers are forced to be innovative due to financial constraints but the woodturners do not 
have the same barriers since they are usually pursuing their craft as a creative outlet/hobby. 
However, this does not downplay their ingenuity, but rather strengthens it because they have the 
luxury of time and finances to explore a wider range of options.  
   
 
Crafts, Artisans, and Hobbies 
 A hobby is defined generally as “an activity done regularly in one’s leisure time for 
pleasure. When people talk about hobbies, the usual responses are: sports, music, or board/video 
gaming. However, for most Americans, the idea of crafts also raises the implications of hobbies. 
Since many Americans work on average eight hours a day, they tend to keep their work and 
social life separate, so hobbies become a way to relieve the stress that comes along with their 
jobs and taking on some sort of craft is a good creative outlet to do so. Hobbies have also 
  
Lin 21 
become more popularized as sites such as Etsy or Pinterest have popped up and attracted many 
middle- and upper-class communities.  Therefore, less significance is placed on these activities 
because they are only pursued during free-time and yield nothing more than just a cool blanket, 
picture, or wooden bowl at the end. Individuals assume that there can be nothing intellectual to 
be said or studied regarding hobbies since, at first glance, they do not contribute anything 
significant to the community or to one’s personal betterment.  
For example, Burke conducted her thesis on craft education at John C. Campbell Folk 
School (Burke 2013). She wanted to investigate the reasons why adult students engage in arts 
learning and what they gain from that experience. Throughout the project, she found that the 
reported outcomes of adult arts learning are strongly related to personal development, enjoyment, 
and relationships built at the school. Often, this kind of training and art are seen as hobbies.  
An example of what an American would consider as a hobby is woodturning. It is mainly 
pursued for pleasure and is kept separate from the work environment. However, there are far 
greater implications than one may initially assume. Therefore, since this research is based in the 
United States, we must explore the concept of work and capitalism, our current economic 
system.  Capitalism refers to an economic system where the country’s trade and industry are 
controlled by private owners for profit. Therefore, to survive and thrive in our society, 
individuals must pursue a specific career to make money to support themselves and their 
families.  
 
Implications of Work in the U.S. 
 In the US, when one thinks about work, there is a set of expectations that comes with the 
term. This is a cultural model of work that implies a 9-5 job with weekends off, vacation time as 
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being separate from work, status positions within specific jobs, and prestige between different 
jobs. The generalized 9-5 hours imply that there is a certain time of the day that work is allotted 
to and that it is a priority. Work is usually the first activity that an adult does when he/she wakes 
up. However, this sequence is broken when they leave work to go back home. In addition, work 
is usually the first activity that an adult does in the beginning of the week which is broken when 
they are given a break during the weekends. This structure imposes a concrete distinction that 
separates work from pleasure. This is further emphasized when regarding vacation time. 
Vacation is defined as an extended period of leisure or recreation. It is, in essence, time away 
from work. Therefore, this implies that work is not pleasure just as pleasure is not work. Work is 
not a hobby (they are almost complete opposites) just as a hobby is not work, at least in 
westernized societies. In fact, individuals tend to pursue hobbies during the time away from work 
or during vacations.  
Work in westernized societies also implies a hierarchal structure of status within a 
particular job. For example, at the top of a major corporation, there is a CEO who is in charge of 
the company. However, below him/her are supervisors and managers that oversee those who are 
in a lower position than them. This structured network of power separates them from hobbies 
because it implies hard work to move up the social ladder. When one needs to work hard to 
achieve a goal, pleasure becomes less of a priority than gaining status amongst their coworkers. 
We also respect those who have more power in the work environment as they have superiority 
over those they oversee. This is also cultivated through our ranking of prestige between different 
jobs. For example, doctors require some of the most schooling and training so it is usually 
considered more prestigious than work that does not require as much education. This, again, 
stresses the importance of hard work by rewarding those who forgo pleasure the prestige and 
  
Lin 23 
economic capital (which is a symbol of prestige in capitalist societies) later on. This is the 
general idea of “delayed gratification.”  
Graeber discussed a phenomenon known as “bullshit jobs” which are defined as jobs 
created for essentially no reason. Since technology has freed up time and effort in the service 
sector so humans no longer have to perform manual labor, there should be a reduction of 
working hours to free the world’s population to pursue pleasure instead of work. However, these 
technological advancements essentially did the opposite of what they were created to do. New, 
unnecessary jobs were created in the administrative sector that seemed like they were created 
solely to keep people working. It makes no sense for a capitalist society to do this because, 
economically, corporations cannot maximize profit if they are paying salary to workers they do 
not need. Therefore, this is more of a moral and political problem. Because Americans reward 
those who pursue a lifestyle of working hard, they believe that those who do not submit 
themselves to intense work discipline deserve nothing. So, when there is a shortage of useful 
jobs, we create “bullshit jobs” that accomplish little to nothing to fill that need of having to work 
(Graeber 2018). In fact, this is the whole basis of delayed gratification: work as hard as you can 
even if you believe that the work you do is meaningless in order to be rewarded in the future. We 
allow and encourage this cycle to run, which may actually decrease the productivity of those who 
are forced to work rather than pursue their own interests. On the other hand, hobbies are creative 
pathways that may contribute much to society. 
 However, hobbies are generally not considered as important as work because it seems as 
if they do not contain the elements that make work, work. A hobby is usually seen as an escape 
or relief from the disciplined nature of work so it contains components that are fundamentally 
separate (perhaps even opposite) from the implications of work mentioned before. Instead of 
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being a 9-5, weekday activity, it is something to do after 5, during the weekend, and/or during 
vacation times only. There seems to be no prestige in participating in a hobby, nor is it embedded 
into a hierarchy that brings structure to it. However, I argue that this is not always the case. 
When a hobby is less individualized and is practiced in a community, many of the same aspects 
that give work the priority/attention it currently has become more apparent. 
 
The Importance of Community in the Chapel Hill Woodturning Club 
As a capitalist society, we view artisanal hobbies as purely something someone does 
during their spare time that contributes nothing but pleasure to the individual. It is downplayed 
because it is contrasted to real work. But in much of the world, artisan work is real work. It 
involves making marketable products to sell to tourists and make money to support families, 
being innovative and catering to certain niches to maximize profits, and working together to 
create a system where productivity can be maximized. The examples provided of these global 
artisans suggest why woodturning can be so important. There is a difference though: global 
artisans are financially driven and U.S. hobbyists are not. However, there is a crucial element 
that is seen in both global artisans and the woodturners: community. Penny said “most of the 
people are retired and looking for a hobby and… a lot of people, very professional, very 
successful in their careers but they come here to learn woodturning because most of them sat 
behind their desk, never saw themselves as an artist or a creator and all of a sudden they’re 
creating things…” For these woodturners, this creative activity is possible because they have a 
community they can learn from and lean on.  
My ethnography revealed a plethora of information regarding community and transfer of 
knowledge present in this club. As I started coming to the club regularly, the first consistent 
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observation I had was that they were not turning wood much of the time but were instead 
bantering, offering to help others with their crafts, and teaching newcomers. Because the lathes 
were set in very close proximity with each other, the members could easily peek over and watch 
each other work. From the interviews, I found that many of the woodturners spend the majority 
of the time talking about what the community has done for them instead of their own 
backgrounds or their individual experiences in woodturning. I also noticed that many of them 
joined the club and took on woodturning, not initially because they thought that woodturning 
was interesting but because they were drawn in by the community of people there. Libby said 
that “I just immediately felt absorbed into the kind of the cozy environment. It’s a real 
community of people.” Instead of answering that the resources were incredible at the club or that 
they had more lathes, Libby emphasized the fact that the members were so warm and welcomed 
her with open arms. In addition, Stan said that “once I started turning with the Chapel Hill 
woodturners, I was hooked because I loved the people there. This is a hangout place and keeps 
me sane throughout the health issues I’m going through.” To them, it seems as if the actual 
practice of woodturning was not as important to them as having a community that they could 
joke around with, talk to, and build relationships with while learning techniques that have been 
passed down for generations. 
 Overall, the club had a general impression of a heavily interactive community. Penny, 
who had extensive training from an English woodturner who pursued it as a career, wants to 
show everybody the process of woodturning. Two of the three turning days that they offer are for 
newcomers to come in and learn from one of the instructors of that day. They dedicate their time 
solely to teaching them the basics and never let them go without something to take home that the 
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newcomers made themselves. These “apprentices” are also invited to eat lunch with them which 
is where they really get to know all of the members of this club.  
As an example, Mary was brought in by one of the members because she had a general 
interest in learning. She was definitely overwhelmed when I saw her the first day but she was so 
excited to learn woodturning that, after she was taught the basics, she wanted to increase the 
speed she was turning at and already had plans of making a wooden chest for her son to put toys 
in. Like the Mali masons, the woodturners dedicate time to teach those who do not know the 
craft and this direct transfer of knowledge is one of the only ways to learn it. They also take on 
apprentices for the remainder of the time they are training them so that they can build 
relationships with them. However, while the masons of Djenné practiced mudbrick building as a 
lifestyle to make money, the woodturners had no quota to meet to earn salary. I believe that this 
leads to more innovative and authentic crafts which is enhanced by the fact that they have a 
community of woodturners supporting them.  
They also always emphasized that this community that they had was unique among 
woodturners. Penny mentioned how members come from all over the place in terms of 
profession and backgrounds and they become one in woodturning. “Other clubs meet once a 
month, watch a demo, and that’s about it so they don’t have that cohesiveness that turning 
together gives you” Penny said. Other members mentioned the same comments when I asked 
about how different this club was from the overall woodturning community. Because of this, 
many opportunities, from teaching newcomers how to turn to showcasing woodturning at a local 
community festival, become more accessible to the members. Community allowed them to learn 
and participate in woodturning activities in ways that they were not able to if they practiced 
individually. Espi said that “there’s very creative woodturners in the club and they’re willing to 
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share and there’s lots of usually frequent demonstrations where people show you a new 
technique or tool.” Without the constant support from those within the club, she would not be 
able to pick up new techniques as quickly as she does now.  
Regarding the structured 9-5 format of work, the CH woodturning community has a set 
schedule that is posted onto their website and is advertised using posters, flyers, and word-of-
mouth. Open woodturning sessions are on certain days with members-only sessions on other 
days and taking a group break exactly at 12:00 pm for lunch consistently further emphasizes this 
structure. While it may be slightly different than the 9-5 schedule of work, since they are not 
required to be there, it is essentially the same concept.  
 Regarding status prestige within the club, it is apparent that there are people more skilled 
than others and they are usually the ones who teach the other members and newcomers, which 
comes with its own reputations. Penny is the lead instructor that everyone looks up to because he 
has the most experience and formal training out of everyone there, having been trained by a 
professional woodturner in Europe. Additionally, Carpi is known as more experienced because 
of her innovative techniques and complex designs in her products. While it is not explicitly 
defined as in the case of work (someone is a supervisor who is in charge of the managers and so 
on), there seems to be an unspoken and unwritten hierarchy of prestige amongst the members 
there, with the head instructor being at the top and newcomers and new members being at the 
bottom. This prestige leads to high respect for those who are in these informal higher positions. 
During participant observation, I noticed that they often bring the conversation back to how 
wonderful Penny is and how he is essentially the “glue that holds the club together.”  
 This hierarchy, although informal, is necessary for the club to function properly and 
efficiently. As previously mentioned, each member has a specific role in the club. While these 
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roles are not ranked in any way, each is crucial for the proper maintenance of the club. Those 
who sweep afterwards have just as important a role as those who teach. This is similar to how 
companies hire workers from multiple fields to cater to the specific needs to successfully run 
their business. However, because these woodturners are not getting paid, there is no financially 
determined difference in value as is the case for work.  
 Being a part of this club can also be very demanding. Similar to being fired if one is 
slacking from doing their job, one may be asked to forfeit their membership if they are seen to be 
lacking in contribution to the club. For example, if someone does not pay their dues or finish the 
duties they are assigned to, they may be asked to step down by the other members. Issues such as 
these are discussed during a monthly members’ meeting where they get together to have dinner 
and talk. They also discuss future events such as topics and times for workshops as well as 
update each other on how projects such as Beads of Courage, where they make wooden jars for 
juvenile cancer patients to hold beads that they receive after undergoing treatment, are going.  
It is much easier and cheaper for consumers (or for the artisan themselves) to buy 
something that is mass-produced rather than to have them made by hand. So, if this is the case, 
why haven’t people stopped buying hand-made goods over uniform, sturdy commodities? For 
crafts, consumers usually enjoy the rusticity of the products because they provide those little 
imperfections that boast that they weren’t made in a factory devoid of human contact. Artisans 
create something entirely new every time they make their products. Every move that an artisan 
makes adds a new line or chapter to the story (product) of the individual and his/her tool. Any 
two actions never follow the exact same motion (Ingold 2006). Therefore, once the product is 
made, the story and rhythm behind its creation is something totally unique compared to the 
factories that spit out perfect models. Also, the concept of creativity, a uniquely human trait, 
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increases the value of these crafts. These are what gives the product marketability, and/or the 
artisan a sense of accomplishment. Although it seems as if the products are exactly the same, 
both the artisan and consumer understands its innate worth. In the case that the artisan is 
pursuing the creation of their task for financial purposes, like the Mexican woodcarvers, this 
quality increases consumer desirability and grants them competitiveness in the market. However, 
this is still catered and restricted to the opinions of the consumers and does not reach the 
artisans’ full potential. In the case of these woodturners, there is no barrier to how creative they 
can get and they are encouraged to experiment with no risk. Perhaps what makes this community 
of hobbyists important is this notion of giving the freedom of expressing their individuality, a 
sign of becoming more artisanal.  
While the discussion of marketability is not very relevant among the woodturners since 
most of them pursue it as a hobby, innovation and authenticity are still very important themes as 
many of them are pursuing it as a creative outlet. During the interviews, Libby said that “what’s 
happened is that a lot of people who spend their working lives in a particular occupation are 
looking for something that they can make that’s useful and productive” and Carpi said that “it’s 
continuing to appeal to people who have minimal manual skills and especially to the baby 
boomer generation of retirees who are looking for a creative outlet.” Both Libby and Carpi 
during the interviews and the general opinion I got during participant observation revealed to me 
that this club appeals to those are looking for something to do with their hands for a way to be 
creative and a contributor to society. The products they create are also very innovative as they 
use different methods to mix colors and shapes especially the more experienced woodturners. 
For example, Carpi, a skilled woodturner that I mentioned before, is one of the more experienced 
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and experimental woodturners in the club. Coming from a textile and cake-decorating 
background, she likes to play with techniques to create designs that have never been seen before.  
In a more direct comparison to work economy, there is value in the products they create 
just as there is value in the work that they do as part of their jobs. However, for these 
woodturners, the value is not so much financial but more in terms of the innovative thought and 
labor they put into their crafts. This value is manifested when they give these as gifts to their 
friends and families or when others are impressed by what they have done with their own hands. 
However, it is also important to note that there is economic capital in the structure and the 
equipment at their club. First of all, there is a monthly rent that must be paid to the landlord that 
owns the space they are using. Secondly, there are tools that they bought to even allow them to 
turn in the first place and these are not cheap. Lathes can go from hundreds to thousands of 
dollars depending on the size. Therefore, members of this community cannot just view this club 
as something they can just go to and not worry about anything but improving their craft. They 
must be concerned with keeping the club afloat by making enough money to support their 
community which is constantly growing.  
While those who have the time for hobbies nowadays may rather spend hours on their 
phones, computers, or TVs, which can cause them to isolate themselves, those who practice 
woodturning at this club would rather turn together. This was supported by the fact that they do 
so much to support each other outside of the club and even outside of woodturning-related 
activities. Whenever members are sick and could not show up to the club, they would usually 
have a group of people to go visit them and bring homemade food. There was one instance where 
Jorge, a newer member of the club at that time, wanted to build a workshop at home for herself 
so three to four senior members would go to her house weekly to help her build it. “I’m just 
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thrilled to be a part of the club because it’s such a social aspect for me and it’s kinda like having 
thirty dads,” Jorge answered after she mentioned how they help check roof leaks for her and help 
fix things, in addition to having built her workshop, since she is living alone. This sense of 
familial belonging was frequently mentioned or alluded to among the members of the club and it 
provides a bubble that allows them to believe that their hobby (and other similar hobbies) are 
thriving in addition to how working together allows them to learn new skills regarding 
woodturning that they can share with the other members of the club to make it easier to make 
certain products or even create a completely new wooden contraption with cool designs.  
There are multiple layers of community that is seen in these woodturners. This creates a 
very complex and unique interplay of ideas that connect important anthropological themes. 
Apprenticeship, innovation, and resiliency all arise from or are enhanced by the core social 
motifs present in the club. While it is not exactly the same as a capitalist economy, I argue that 
there is a hidden economy in a community of artisans practicing a hobby. However, it is 
important to realize that this only occurs because they are practicing their hobby as a community. 
If an individual artisan is practicing alone in their own workshop, there is an absence of many of 
the concepts that were discussed above. For example, here would be no hierarchy or status 
prestige since he/she is technically the only member. While the study of these individual artisans 
may reveal interesting and new conclusions, there does not seem to be a hidden economy behind 
that, and is therefore, beyond the scope of my thesis. Therefore, I am stressing not solely the 
importance of hobbies but the significant observations that can result from community-based 
hobbies as adding to the discussion of what it means to be part of an economy. As Penny said, 
“most of them sat behind their desk… and all of a sudden, they’re creating things.” However, the 
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environment at this club may have more similarities than expected with the atmosphere of the 
desk job they are also a part of.  
 
Conclusions 
 Why is woodturning so important to its practitioners in Chapel Hill? To answer, I turned 
to global practices of artisanship. Artisanship is important in the global context because 
economics is so intricately connected to it. Most of these communities made their artisanal 
decisions to increase the desirability of their craft so they can make a larger profit out of it. But 
there is more to it than that. Themes of apprenticeship, community, creativity, and identity are 
present in many of the case studies presented. In the U.S., there is a resurgence of craft. These 
new artisans aim to create new and unique products using sustainable and small-scale methods 
while their customers seek hand-crafted and aesthetic crafts.   
However, these woodturners are not financially driven nor are they seeking these quality 
niche markets. All of them are retired and have other jobs that can financially support 
themselves. In other words, woodturning is a hobby for them. However, my ethnography 
revealed that there is a hidden economy that is only present because they are a community of 
woodturners that is not explicitly profit-motivated.  
Firstly, the structure of the community of woodturners allows them to transfer knowledge 
from the instructors to the newcomers, similar to how managers teach their employees certain 
skills to allow them work efficiently. Secondly, innovation is present when these woodturners 
attempt to come up with new techniques to create unique shapes and patterns which, similar to 
global artisans, increases products’ value. In fact, almost paradoxically, not being financially 
driven allows them to be more innovative which further increases their value. Lastly, because 
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they are an official club, there is economic capital present in the space itself. The material and 
the rent must be paid in some way. Therefore, even though they are pursuing woodturning as a 
hobby, they still have to adjust artisanal decisions so they can financially keep the club afloat. 
All of this contributes to the social cohesion of this club. They see themselves as family and will 
do whatever they can to support each other, both in their woodturning lives and their personal 
lives. 
So, what does this thesis add to the current literature on artisans? Since this club was a 
group of hobbyists, many aspects found in financially-motivated craft communities were not 
explicitly present. However, their analogous characteristics were extracted through close 
observation and comparison. In the same way, other hobbyist communities can be compared to 
both global artisans and this specific woodturning club to find core similarities and differences. 
This thesis also provides anthropologists with another unique example of community. Even 
though there did not seem to be explicitly economic motivations among this community, a 
hidden economy is present that results from their social aspects. Therefore, community can be an 
important topic to study because it can connect seemingly separate concepts together in intricate 
ways.  
This leads to a discussion about whether there should be another subset of artisanal 
anthropology that focuses on hobby crafts. If so, there needs to be some sort of organizational 
structure to determine what constitutes a hobby and what methods are best suited for study. This 
then leads to the core issue of the negative impressions that the word “hobby” implies: as 
something meant purely for pleasure and escape from the work world. Since this is clearly not 
the case, there are two options I have in mind. The first is a redefinition of the word “hobby” so 
that it includes, not just the pleasure aspect of it, but also the more important sociocultural 
  
Lin 34 
elements hidden beneath the exterior. However, this implies that all hobbies have 
anthropological significance which is probably not the case. The second is a reclassification of 
these types of artisanal hobbies into another word that I have not thought of yet so more weight 
can be put on them. However, this downplays the word “hobby” even further. While there are 
pros and cons to each option, I will not give by opinions and solely hope that this can encourage 
further discussion among cultural anthropologists.  
 This thesis demonstrated the importance of studying hobbyist-based artisanal 
communities because they are more closely related to global artisanal communities than one may 
initially assume. However, there still remains questions left unanswered and potential future 
studies. Are there communities that have a mixture of both hobbyist artisans and artisans who 
primarily sell their crafts? If so, how does their hidden economy change, if at all? A wide breadth 
of studies should be conducted to compare the results found in this woodturning ethnography to 
confirm if it applies to a wide range. A longitudinal study can also be conducted to observe how 
time and replacement of members changes the social dynamics of the club. Completely new 
topics can also be studied regarding this club which includes the advancement in technology that 
makes woodturning possible for these retirees, the gender ratio, and the cognitive, physical, and 
social process of making an object using woodturning. I wish I had more time to take on some of 
these new questions and projects but hope that this thesis encourages others to do so.  
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